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New Rankings Are Out 
But What Do They Mean? 
By Alan S. Carrel 
VIce Dean 
The latest law school rankings are now out. According to the li st compiled by Thomas E. Brennan Sr., a former chief justice of the Michigan 
Supreme Court and the founder of . 
Thomas M. Cooley Law School , UB 
Law is 26th best in the country out of 
179 schools evaluated. In U.S. News & 
World Report we have moved up into 
the second tier. 
What do these rankings really 
mean ? 
Americans like rankings. We want 
everything- from vacuum cleaners to 
college football teams- listed in 
order of qual ity. T he media profit by 
responding to th is desire. Consumer 
Reports has developed a multimillion-
dollar enterprise with sophisticated 
laboratories that compare each facet of 
almost every product imag inable. They 
then rank those products according to 
various measures o f quali ty. In college 
sports it is harder to make compar-
isons, since you cannot bring a ll of the 
teams into a laboratory and c losely 
exami ne each component. Instead. 
before each season, sportswriters care-
fully scruti nize team rosters. digest 
reams o f statistics. review videotapes 
for countless hours and read volumi-
nous amounts of materi allO dete rmine 
how the teams compare. Those same 
experts then change their rankings 
weekl y once the season begins. 
because teams perform differently than 
ex pected. 
Law schools are much more diffi-
cult to compare. It is impossible to 
effecti vely judge their re lative merit 
unless you spend a considerable 
amount of time at each institution. A 
g roup of prominent na tional legal orga-
nizations made a jo int statement a few 
years ago concerning law school rank-
ings. The Association of A merican 
Law Schools (AA LS), the American 
Bar Associatio n (A BA), the Law 
School Adm issions Council (LSAC) 
and the Natio nal Association for Law 
Placement (NALP) stated. "Any rank-
ing or ra ting of law schools ... is mean-
ing less o r grossly misleading." 
Surveys cannot "measure many impor-
tant factors involved in evaluating the 
quali ty o f law schools." 
Critic ism of rankings has been 
prevalent for years, even among those 
schools w ho benefit from being listed 
near the top. John Sexton. dean of New 
York University Law School (currently 
sixth in both U.S. News and Brennan) 
stated that even the deans "cannot offer 
an informed view of the quali ty o f 
schools o ther than their own:· The 
.. entire emerprise o f ranking law 
schools is in·esponsible and destruc-
tive."' Robert E. Scott. dean at the 
University o f V irginia School of Law 
(curre ntly e ighth in U.S. Ne 11•s and 
14 th in Brennan ), in describing the 
U.S. News poll said , " I think the who le 
thing is hokum .... The survey has 
grievous and s illy methodo logical 
naws." W hen Mark Yudof was dean 
at the University o f Texas School of 
Law (currently 18th in U.S. Ne11•s and 
seventh in Brennan). he called the U.S. 
Ne1rs survey .. voodoo social science:· 
He felt that their survey. which mixes 
hard stati stics w ith subjecti ve informa-
tion. could not possibly produce accu-
rate result . Sexton, from NYU. has 
recently commented on the error made 
by U.S. News in its 1997 rankings and 
the subsequent correction. ·'The recent 
adjustments necessitated by a very 
minor miscalculat ion in one piece of 
data demonstrate beyond question the 
lack of credibility of the U.S. News 
methodology." 
These comments were directed at 
the U.S. News survey. But is the 
methodo logy of Thomas E. Brennan 
Sr. more accurate? Brennan has recent-
It would be 
wonderful if I could 
conclude this article 
by contending that 
Brennans methodol-
ogy is perfect- and 
we are unquestion-
ably the 26th best 
law school in the 
U.S. However, it is 
impossible to reduce 
a legal education to 
a set of numbers and 
accurately depict 
quality. 
ly comple ted a study titled .Judging tlte 
Lmr Schools. Hi s 468-page study is 
summarized in a Composite Index that 
ranks the 179 American Bar 
Association-accredited schools based 
on 50 categories o f information. UB 
Law fared extremely well in the 
Composite Index. ranking 26th. 
Brennan. as o ne would expect. 
feels his methodology is signilicantly 
more accurate than that used by U.S. 
Ne~rs. whid1 relies heavily on reputa-
tion. He believes reputation is more a 
re rtection or nam~ re<.:ogni tio n than 
quality. To demonstrate his point, he 
polled a group of lawyers and judges. 
as U.S. Ne1rs does each year, and 
asked them to rank law schools. 
Brennan added Penn State to the list. 
even though that university did not 
have a law school. The non-existent 
school was considered to be in the 
middle of the pack. Brennan attributes 
that to Penn State's "Joe Paterno .. . a 
great football program and a national 
image."' 
Brennan became concerned 
because large numbers o f people "read 
the U.S. News ratings. They believe 
what they read and act on those 
beliefs." He feels that perceptions 
drive reality, and name recogn ition has 
fueled opinions about which schools 
are best. He decided to create a system 
where "objective fact would d rive real-
ity rather than the other way around." 
Brennan compiled rankings using 
only statistical figures. S ince its incep-
tion. the A BA has refused to rank law 
schools, and has issued a disc laimer 
with regard to all rating systems. 
However, its Rel'ie11· of Legal 
Education in the United States publish-
es statistics annually on vi rtually every 
aspect o f legal education. Brennan 
fee ls these statistics ··present a pretty 
clear pic ture or any school.'' 
Brennan created 50 categories of 
information from the A BA data and 
then separated them into five major 
groupings. each or wh ich he feels is 
"descripti ve o r a general aspec t or 
legal education ... The Composite Index 
combi nes the scores fro m each of the 
groupings. In his words. his methodol-
ogy g ives consideration to .. No 
favorites. No assumptions . Just the 
plain unvarnished facts ." 
It \\'Ould be wonderful if I cou ld 
conclude th is a rticle by contending that 
Brennan· s methodology is perl'cct -
and that we are un4uestionably the 
26th-best Ia"' school in the United 
State~ . However. it i~ impossible to 
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reduce a legal education to a set of 
numbers and accurately depict quality. 
Abbie Willard, an assistant dean at 
Georgetown University Law Center 
(currently 14th in U.S. News and 16th 
in Brennan). in a 1994 article in the 
NALP Bulletin, asserted that quality is 
not easily assessed because it is 
"always intangible, frequently undefin-
able and often unmeasurable. It reflects 
judgment based on personal experience 
and perceptions." Elizabeth Armour, 
from Boston University (currently 31st 
in U.S. News and 30th in Brennan) 
wrote in the January 1996 issue of the 
NA LP Bulletin, "Published rankings 
attempt to compare apples and 
oranges . ... Law schools are complex 
and varied .... The numbers do not 
reflect the many nuances that make 
each school a li ving, breathing and 
unique organism." The joint statement 
of the AALS. ABA, LSAC and NALP 
noted, '·Statistics cannot reflect such 
factors as the quality of facul ty, curric-
ular offeri ngs, adequacy of library 
resources and quali ty of life." 
As inaccurate as the aforemen-
tioned attempts to rank schools may 
be, their creators do give detailed 
descri ptions of thei r methodology. 
This is different from the approach 
taken by Jack Gourman, who for years 
publ ished a variety of Courman 
Reports without ever indicating how 
he arri ved at his conclusions. He rated 
undergraduate. graduate and profes-
sional programs at I ,340 schools 
throughout the world. He rated over 50 
types of programs ranging from 
nucl ear engineeri ng, to drama. to 
forestry . He included professional pro-
grams in medicine. law. dentistry. 
pharmacy. optometry. nursing and 
public health. 
Language was no barrier to him . 
nor was Communi st control of the 
country in which a program ex isted. 
He rated programs in Austria. 
Belgi um. Canada. England. France. 
A M E R c A 
Exclusive Rankings 
SS.95 U.S •C.mJd.l 
l-:r:1:p On S:llc L1nttl 
ncrc-m~r 10.1997 
s 
THE LATEST WORD ON ADMISSIONS, 
ENTRANCE TESTS, AND JOB PROSPECTS 
SPON S ORED 0'1' 
~The New Dodge 
Germany, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, 
Netherlands, Russia, South Africa, 
Sweden and Switzerland without pro-
viding detai ls of his methodology. 
When asked by Beverly Watkins for an 
article she was writing in the February 
15, 1984, Chronicle of Higher 
Educarion why he had not "explained 
his research methods more clearly,'' 
Gourman replied: ''It would be confus-
ing to put in too much about how it is 
done. It is not scientific to include so 
much information." 
UB Law School was ranked in the 
high teens by Gourman for a whi le. He 
then asked me to write an endorsement 
to be printed on the cover of an issue. I 
was unable to do so honestly, and I 
poli tely dec li ned. In the next issue our 
rankings were significantly lower than 
they had been in the past. 
No matter how inaccurate law 
school rankings may be, they cannot 
be ignored. They are relied on heavily 
by many prospective students, employ-
ers and o thers in or near the legal and 
academic worlds. They shape the local 
and national perception of a law school 
and its programs. I am very happy that 
Brennan rated us 26th, and U.S. Nell"s 
placed us in the second tier. High rat-
ings, no matter what their validity, are 
an e normous asset. Low ones can be a 
serious problem. 
Law schools have become 
extremely concerned about opinion 
surveys completed by educators , 
lawyers and judges for U.S. Nell"s. 
Some are spending hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars a year producing fancy 
publ ications to keep U.S. NeiVs voters 
informed of every major event happen-
ing at the ir school. Admission deci-
s ions have become increasingly 
foc used on the LSAT and G PA scores 
of applicants ra ther than on the person 
who received those numbers. 
Importan t policy a t many schools is 
now set with more concern for the 
polls than for educational value . 
No matter how 
inaccurate law 
school rankings 
may be, they cannot 
be ignored. 
They are relied on 
heavily by many 
prospective stu-
dents, employers 
and others in or 
near the legal and 
academic worlds. 
They shape the 
local and national 
perception of a law 
school and its 
programs. 
Although we refu se to fall into 
that trap at UB , we are now more 
a tte nti ve to rankings than ever before. 
We spend significantly more time 
reviewing and completing surveys. and 
work hard to present the most positive 
image we can honestly project. A 
strong e ffort is made to improve our 
'·numbers" when that action will no t 
harm our program o r the quality. depth 
and divers ity o f our student body. Our 
Alumni Association provided valuable 
assistance by financing the production 
of brochures extolling our school that 
were mai led to all U.S. News voters. 
We expect to expend addi tional 
resources to publicize thl! many out-
standing improvements that have been 
made in our programs. 
You can also help strengthen our 
reputation. You talk every day with 
lawyers and judges in the city where 
you live and perhaps elsewhere. Brag 
about the many positive changes that 
have occurred at your school. "Word 
of mouth' ' is a surprisingly effective 
way to communicate a message. 
When a knowledgeable person 
spends time at UB Law School. he or 
she quickly real izes that our program is 
ahead of the curve in its ability to edu-
cate lawyers. That point was reinforced 
for me not long ago when speaking 
with Makau Mutua, one of our new 
faculty members. He recent ly jo ined us 
from Harvard Law School. after hav-
ing spent five years there wi th both 
administrative and academic responsi-
bilities. (See article on Page 100.) 
Makau is extremely impressed 
with ' 'the ability of the UB faculty to 
motivate its students, and with the col-
legial atmosphere which fosters and 
enhances an exceptional educational 
experience ... He especial ly admires 
the teachi ng approach "which focuses 
upon the circumstances under which 
law is made and the way law works ... 
ln his opinion. ··us is an outstanding 
law school and a national leader in 
legal education.' ' 
Unfortunately. ratings don' t mea-
sure the e ffectiveness of our year-long 
intensive Research and Writing pro-
gram. the cull ing-edge Bridge Courses 
o r other aspects o f the new practice-
o riented cutTiculum. They don' t mea-
sure the energy of the faculty. the com-
forta.ble. supporti ve. yet inte llectually 
stimulating environment o r the school. 
or the depth . breadth. quantity or quali-
ty or knowledge acqui red. 
Higher rankings are always wel-
come. but they are not as wonderful as 
being affiliated with a lm\ school that 
has created and implemented one of 
the most functional and far-s ighted 
currintlums in the count ry. That is a 
pleasure and honor that our students. 
alumni and friend~ should enjoy. • 
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